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The exchange of commodities still went on of course
between the different parts of the empire and also between
the empire and its neighbours. But though the state carried
out on a great scale the transport of things required by the
court, the army, the officials, and the population of the
capitals, trade, with this exception, dealt chiefly with articles
of luxury imported from Eastern countries, and naturally fell
into the hands of Eastern merchants—Syrians, Levantines,
and Jews. They found their best customers in the class of
rich nobility and especially in the court which grew more and
more oriental in its external aspect. Oriental magnificence with
its riot of colour, its overloaded decoration, its tendency to
excessive size and weight in personal adornments, had a strong
attraction for the German and Iranian elements, which were
now almost dominant in the highest ranks of society. Mere
massiveness, to the exclusion of refinement, became the fashion
of the day at court and among the aristocracy.
The prosperity of the towns was undermined by such
economic conditions as these. The great cities and especially
the capitals held out longest. As late as the fourth century
splendid buildings were still erected at Rome ; but with the
next century a gradual process of decay set in. The new
capital, Byzantium-Constantinople, grew into a world city,
abounding in luxury and adorned with marvellous and impos-
ing architecture, chiefly palaces and churches. The great
seaport towns, Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus, and Carthage,
still survived ; and we may class with these the cities where
the sharers of the imperial power held their courts—Ravenna,
Mediolanum (Milan), Treves, Nicomedia, Nicaea. But it is
noticeable that the rise of new towns in the provinces, which
was common enough in the reign of Hadrian, had now ceased.
At the same time, in most provincial towns of moderate size
the pulse of life began to beat slower and slower. Christian
churches and monasteries were the only new buildings; and
the old buildings were kept in repair with difficulty. Grass
grew in the cities. The nobles divided their time between the
capitals and their villas—villas which stood like regular
fortified palaces in the centre of their great estates. When
towns, as sometimes happened on the outskirts of the empire,
were destroyed by barbarians, it is no wonder that they never
came to life again.
The  social aspect  of the  empire  corresponded to  the

